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From October of 1972 I worked at SPI as a game 
developer. I burned out in short order. In the 
following summer I came back for another stint 
on 23rd Street, lasting through January 1976, at 
first working the front desk, and ultimately as 
Managing Editor.  

The design staff were all crazy in their own 
unique way. The halls resounded with song: John 
Young singing “Springtime for Hitler,” Berg 
singing the Gilbert & Sullivan patter of “The 
Modern Major General,” Redmond singing tin-
pan alley songs with his own made-up verses, 
like, “I want a girl just like the girl who told me 
to fuck off!” Or Redmond doing his impression of 
LBJ, intoning in a Texas twang: “My fellow 
Rhomboidians, I come to you with a heavy 
heart.”  

Between the bunch of them, they had 
assembled a regular production line. As you 
might imagine, that production schedule was a 
lot of hard work, but it could also be fun. Not all 
the games were great, but the sheer volume of 
games produced was remarkable. The wargame 
hobby went from one new game a year in the 
1960’s to one or two new games a month.  

The most prolific designer then or now was 
Jim Dunnigan. He seemed able to design games 
in his sleep. For him it was like rolling off a log. 
Unfortunately, he never shared his secrets. I 
think he was afraid some youngster would come 
along and knock him off his pedestal. He’d say, “I 
have to run as fast as I can to stay ahead of the 
pack.” When I first came to work at SPI, I had a 
habit of inviting Jim to dinner once a week. We 
went to the “Steak ‘n Brew” on 23rd Street. I plied 
him with ideas, but I never really learned 
anything about game design from him.  

I did learn that he probably didn’t deserve all 
the credit for every game that had him listed as 
designer. His idea of a “design” was more of a 
Zen Koan. For example, I was assigned to 
“develop” the game Foxbat & Phantom. Jim 
asked me to show up in his office to get the 
design, which consisted of a single 3x5 card with 
notes scrawled on both sides.  

Jim was a character. He had an elaborate 
network of yellow plastic tubes criss-crossing the 
walls of his office, with several gerbils 
scampering through them while you tried to 

concentrate on what he was saying. But if you 
complained, he’d just say, “I don’t give a rat’s 
ass!” Jim thought everything in the world could 
be reduced to numbers; hence his reliance on the 
magazine’s “Feedback” system to tell him 
whether a proposed title would sell. He appar-
ently reduced the employees to numbers as well. 
He informed me that in his estimation I was a “4-
4”—an average infantry unit, not a panzer. 

 
I walked out of that office and stared at that 

index card. I figured the only thing to do was to 
steal the design from the other tactical aerial 
combat game, called Flying Circus. The only 
problem was, that game covered WWI, when the 
top speed of an aircraft was around 140 mph. 
However, by scaling-up the game proportionally, 
it gave me a basis to work with.  

That was the last game I developed for SPI. 
When I began working as Managing Editor, I 
started replacing Dunnigan’s name with the real 
designer. 

The problem was, SPI never made money. 
True to form, Dunnigan had a system for 
determining his costs per project. The staff were 
given time cards to fill out at the end of each 
week, and this information was duly punched 
and fed into the IBM-360 computer that took up 
a whole room on 23rd Street. There was one 
category called “Blue Sky,” which meant you 
weren’t working on a particular project but were 
just looking at the clouds or charging your 
batteries. I would typically list Blue Sky as my 
main project with around 40% of my total hours 



… until they explained that I couldn’t do that 
anymore, and I had to make up something to put 
down instead. The problem with the system was 
the wholesale discount — the company lost $1 on 
each game sold to distribution. So no matter how 
“successful” SPI became, they couldn’t make that 
up in volume! But this fact was hidden in the 
total costs per game, that lumped wholesale in 
with the lucrative direct-mail business. 

In my position as Managing Editor, my direct 
supervisor was the Art Director, Redmond 
Simonsen. He was a great boss, had confidence in 
me, and insulated me from the interference of 
the CEO. Where Simonsen was polite and 
considerate, Dunnigan was brash and abrasive. 
His energy preceded him into any room, and my 
reaction to him was visceral. Even 
without seeing him, I could feel 
my ears go back against my head, 
like an angry cat!  

Redmond always looked spiffy 
in his pegged slacks and Beatle 
Boots with perhaps a turtleneck 
sweater. He was an amateur 
photographer and philosopher, 
interested in the whole world of 
ideas, and loved spending an evening 
convincing you of his unique viewpoint. 
Dunnigan dressed in the same threadbare sports 
jacket, olive drab pants and sockless penny-
loafers every day. SPI was his only hobby, and 
his world was limited to the Chelsea 
neighborhood between 23rd Street and his 
apartment on West 19th Street.  

It was Redmond who rescued me from the 
front desk, by bringing me a manuscript for a 
Russian front game that was a total mess. While 
answering the phones and accepting deliveries I 
made an outline and reorganized the rules, and 
so I was moved into the Art Department, 
Redmond’s bailiwick. But as time went on I felt 
that I was spending too much time in the 
trenches, working during deadline quite often 
until 9 at night. I wanted to see over the 
battlefield, and participate in strategic decisions. 
However, my demand for a promotion was 
refused. 

When I quit the second time I signed with an 
agent in the publishing field, the one-man Smith 
Agency. The most memorable interview that 
came out of that was for the job of Managing 
Editor at Penthouse Magazine. I put on a suit 
and reported to their offices at 909 Third Avenue. 
As you can imagine, there were gorgeous dames 

all around the office, lolling on the desks. I had a 
look at the mechanicals for their current issue in 
production. It was a fat magazine, with well over 
100 pages, and the stack of mechanicals was 
thick as a brick. In those days, each page was 
laid-out by hand on illustration board, using hot 
wax to adhere the type galleys, and rules were 
drawn with mechanical pens. One of the editors 
explained to me that the offices of Playboy 
magazine were in the building next door, and 
there was an open rivalry between the two 
organizations that would erupt in Friday night 
fistfights at the bar downstairs. Despite the 
lucrative salary they offered I didn’t take the job. 
I thought it over though.  

Instead I started Operational Studies Group. 
I heard that SPI was planning to 
move from 23rd Street around the 
corner to Park Avenue South, and 
I knew from my experience that a 
move of offices could be disastrous 
to a publication like that. If you 
have moved recently, just imagine 
moving 25 or 30 people! Things get 
lost, office procedures get disrupt-
ed. I thought of OSG as a life raft 

for my designer friends who might soon be out of 
a job. It didn’t turn out that way, however, and 
SPI held on longer than anticipated. By then I 
had gotten sick with Epstein-Barr Virus (the 
“Yuppie Disease”) and I had to take the least 
demanding job I could land, which turned out to 
be in Baltimore. Frank Davis preceded me there, 
and advised that he hadn’t produced one game in 
a year. 

New York in the ‘70’s was in the middle of an 
alarming slump in the tax base, with no trash 
collection and teachers on strike.  However, it 
also provided the perfect ground for the nascent 
SPI. Coming or going to the company’s first 
office, a basement in the east village, you needed 
to carry $20 in case you were mugged. But the 
snowball fights outside the office were also 
legendary, in the summer replaced by squirt 
guns. There was a tradition of the whole crew 
heading to Chinatown for dinner, that hadn’t 
quite died out by the time I arrived in ‘72. For a 
few years, it was the kind of kameraderie that 
could spring from a common obsession with a 
phenomenon as strange as wargaming…  
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